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THE NELSON TOUCH AT TRAFALGAR. 

For diagrams sea p p .  1172-117j. 
BY G. WHEATLY COBB. 

On Wednesday, 25th January, 1911. 
Vice-Admiral A. h1. FIELD, F.R.S., in the Chair. 

The Praeot Porltloo of the Problem. 
THE interesting discussion on the Tactics of Trafalgar which 
was carried on in 1 9 5  did not result in a definite demon- 
stration of the plan on which the great battle was fought, and 
the countrymen of Nelson are. still left in uncertainty whether 
the greatest master of naval tactics that the world has ever seen 
did or  did not, in his last and most splendid achievemcnt, 
abandon his carefully prepared plan, the fruit of a life’s ex- 
perience and study, and trust entirely to luck and dash and 
gunnery for victory over a numerically superior and most 
gallant foe. 

So stated the question carries its own answer, but it is one: 
to  be sure that a thing cannot have been, and quite 

m o t  thins er to show that it was not. It is, no doubt, the height of 
rashness for a landsman and an amateur to suggest that certain 
features and conditions of the battle have been overlooked by 
the much betterequipped students who have dealt with it, but 
the. imprudence is, I hope, atoned for by the consciousness that 
the fame of Nelson is one of the most precious of our national 
heirlooms, and that the sprendour of it should not be allowed to 
be dimmed by misapprehension on the part of Nelson’s 
countrymen. 

T h e  question has lately become urgent because the critics, 
not satisfied with having demolished Nelson as a tactician, are 
now beginning to  attack his character as a hero. In an article 
which appeared in the Times of 22nd October, I=, hlr. Julian 
Corbett claims to have discovered that Collingwood ovcrrode 
a signal of Nelson’s as the fleet was going into action, and that 
Nelson resented this by interfering with Collingwood’s line. 
One of the most inspiring memories of the reat day has been 

two great brothers-in-arms bore down into the battle. A new 
light which dimmed the radiance of that heroic comradeship 
would be unwelcome even if it cleared up doubtful points of 
tactics. Happily it is, I think, possible to show that it is no 
light a t  all, but merely an erroneous deduction from an initial 

that of the spirit of mutual trust and confi d ence in which the 

misinterpretation of the plan of the action. . I  I 
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3 158 TIIE NELSON TOUCH AT TWAFALGAR [SEm-s 1911 

At the risk, therefore, of being riddled and destroyed by 
the high authorities who hold a contrary opinion, I am bound 
to say that it seems t‘o me perfectly clear that t h e  battle was 
fought in “strict and exact accordance with the letter of 
Nelson’s Memorandum,” and that those who hold a contrary 
view betray a curious misapprehension of the meanin 
document as  well as of the circumstances und?r which t e action 
was fought. In order, in fact, to sliow that the hlemorandum 
was not adhered to, it has in most cases been necessary to alter 
not only the obvious sense, but the actual words of the document. 
It is needless to say, though it makes the circumstance the more 
curious, that this has been done in perfect good faith, and by 
writers who ield to none in their admiration for the genius of 

shifts in order to prove at once that the Memorandum was a 
work of transcendent genius, and that the Commander who at  
the eleventh hour threw it to the winds and adopted instead 
“ a mad perpendicular attack,” did not thereby abate one jot 
of his claim to beconsidered the greatest sea tactician of all time. 

hlr. Corbett, in “ Fighting Instructions,” professes a t  once 
his reverence for the Memorandum and his inability to under- 
stand it. On the one hand it is the “ High water mark of sailin 
tactics,” “ Perfected method of the greatest master of the art, 
“ Profound idea,” “ Brilliant conception,” “ A design of un- 
matched subtlety and invention.” And on the other hand “ Its 
“interpretation and the dominant ideas that inspired it are 
“ questions of considerable uncertainty.” 

Mr. Newbolt, in “The Year of Trafalgar,” is bound to 
admit that Nelson was right because he was Nelson, but, after 
pointing out  that the Memorandum was entirely disregarded in 
the battle, concludes, “ It is equally necessary to remember that 
“ in 99 cases out of IOO the same situation would have called for 
“ a  method very different from the tactics of Trafalgar, tactics 
4L too dangerous to be thought of 

R Of that 

the great A d miral. They are indeed driven to almost pathetic 

F; 

Till old experience do attain 
To something of prophetic strain.” 

The Times of‘8th July, r ~ g ,  commenting on an address 
delivered by Admiral Sir Cyprian Bridge at a meeting of the 
Navy Records Society, s u m s  up the position thus : “If we read 
“ the famous Memorandum in which Nelson embodied what he 
“ called the ‘ Nelson touch,’ we can only come to the conclusion 
“ tha t  he intended to fight the battle in one way. If we read 
“ the accounts of most historians, and still more i f  we look at 
“ t h e  plans exhibited by them from Ekins and James and 
“ Nicolas even down toand including Captain Mahan ; or again, 

i f  we look at the great plan or model deposited in the hluseuni 
“ of the United Service Institution, we are driven to the con- 
“clusion that so. far from fighting the battle in the way’ he 

deliberately intended and carefully explained to his  u p k n s ,  

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Jo
hn

s 
H

op
ki

ns
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 1
8:

58
 0

5 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

15
 



SEPT., 191 11 THE CRITICS OF THE MEMORANDUM I I59 

“ Nelson actually fought it in quite another way, and in a way 
“ which, according to the late Admiral Colomb, ‘ it is hardly 
“ too much to say was the worst possible way.’ ” 

hfr. Thursfield in an essay on “The Secret of Nelson,?’ 
which appeared in the Times of 21st October, r q j ,  and has 
since been republished in his “Nelson and Other Naval 
Studies,” after observing that the secret of Nelson’s incom- 
parable greatness as a seaman is not yet fully understood, 
proceeds: “ If it had been we should not have had to wait for 
“ a hundred years to find out whether his last battle was fought 
“ as he proposed to fight it in a Memorandum which displays 
“ his tactical genius a t  its very highest, or whether, on the other 
“ hand, it was fought on no principle at all and by a method 
“which no critic has yet been able to explain, still less to  
“defend-for so it must have been if the hitherto accepted 
‘’ plans, diagrams and models are even approximately aorrect.” 

In  his latest work on the subject, “ T h e  Campaign of 
Trafalgar,” after a masterly and illuminating account of the 
advance and attack, Mr. Corbett concludes by asking “ Was 
‘ I  the battle fought ‘in accordance with the plan of attack or 
‘‘ was it not? ” His answer is, “ In  major tactics it was; in 
‘‘ its minor tactics it was not. The main ideas were fully and 
“triumphantly realised, but the actual method of realising them 
“ w a s  not the one Nelson had indicated.’’ This is, if I may 
venture to say so, a commendably moderate statement, though 
it does not do justice to Nelson. 

The Evidence that the Memorandum was Abandoned. 

. 

- 
Let us  now see what the statements are to the effect that 

the Memorandum was not acted upon. They divide themselves 
under two heads, those based upon an actual view of the battle 
by officers who fought in it,  and those derived from a study 
of the Memorandum and the accompanying dia ram. I venture 

fluence on the latter. Because some of the officers who fought 
in the batth did not understand the hlemorandum or the way 
in which the carrying it out was inevitably modified by circum- 
stances, ,and therefore concluded that the plan was departed 
from, the critics of later days at once accept their statements 
without pausing to consider whether they are confirmed by those 
best qualified to pronounce an opinion. It is, of course, a 
somewhat large assumption that some of the captains, to whom 
the Memorandum had been issued and probably carefully ex- 
plained, had failed to understand it, hut it is possible to show 
that the movements of the fleet on the morning of the battle did 
lend a ood deal of colour to their mistaken view, and it must be 
remem f ered that it is extremely difficult for a combatant to 
obtain a clear idea of the plan of a battle, and that this was 
especially the case at Trafalgar, where, owing to the lightness of 
the wind and the enemy’s change of course, tfie.action developed 

to think that the first class of critic has had f ar too much in- 
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1160 THE NELSON TOUCH A T  TRAPALGAR [SE~Y-I  1911 

on unexpected lines. And with regard to the second class of 
critic, if it can be shown that the hlemorandum has been misread 
or misunderstood, the deduction of course falls to the ground. 

The actual variations between the plan and the execution are 
alleged to be these :- 

I .  That whereas the Memorandum prescribed an advance 
in  line abreast, the actual advance was made in 
column ; and 

a. That while the Memorandum provided for the forma- 
tion of a detached squadron, in the action this 
squadron was non-existent, or if it ever existed, 
was broken up and distributed between the two 
main columns. 

Let us hear the witnesses in support of these allegations. 
The most authoritative is Captain hloorsom, of the Revenge, 

who in a letter to his father says, " A  regular plan was laid 
"down by Lord Nelson some time before the action, but not 
" acted upon." 

The next witness is an unnamed officer of the Conqueror. 
He says, " If the regulated plan of attack had been adhered to, 
"the English fleet should have borne up together and have 
I' sailed in a line abreast in their respective divisions till they 

Admiral Sir Charles Ekins, after describing the  actual 
attack, says :- 

' I  It is well known to all the captains of that fleet that an 
"attack from the windward was by previous concert to have 
" been of a different and still more formidable nature. . . . . 
" The preconcerted plan of attack differed essentially from the 
" real one inasmuch a s  that ( i . ~ . ,  the former) presumes the two 
"lines to have borne up together, In  the actual one the 
I' afterwards fell into line ahead, the ships in the wake of eac 
"other, in  obedience to the signal made in conformity with a 

Not 
I' only was the attack made in two divisions instead of one, and 

in line ahead instead of l ine  abreast, but its prescribed balance 
' I  was entirely upset " ; and he speaks of the way i n  which 
I '  this impulsive change of plan was brought about " and of 
the substitution of 

Mr. Newbolt, in his "Year of Trafalgar," says (p. 83): 
'* On the evidence so far submitted we find, in agreement with 
I' all the principal writers who have described the action, that in 
"the Secret hfemorandum of 9th October, an attack in line 
" abreast was planned, but that this plan was not acted upon,' 
" an attack in column bein ordered instead," and he proceeds 
to enquire (pi 102) ' I  why %elson departed from the tactics he 
'I had laid down." 

arrived up with the enemy." 

g 
change of intention on the part of Lord Nelson." 

We now come to the historians. 
Mr. Corbett ('I Fighting Instructions," p. 306) says : 

the perpendicular for the parallel attack." 
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SBPT., 19xrJ DISAGREEMENT W THB CRITICS I 161 

The late Vice-Admiral P. H. Colomb, in a paper printed 
in the United Service Magazine for September, 1899, gave an 
elaborate exposition of his view of the attack, which is difficult 
for a layman to follow. He says the hlemorandum laid down 
three broad principles : (I) The approach was to be in the order 
of sailing in two columns. (2) The ships in both lines were to 
bear up together. (3) Is in effect that the British divisions were 
to concentrate upon a portion of the enemy's line, a principle 
as to the application of which there is no dispute. " It is clear," 
he writes, " from Nelson's order that he intended to bear down 
" upon the enemy's line with his own two lines about parallel to 
" each other and to it." From the context this appears to mean 
that the approach was to be in two lines abreast, oneastern of the 
other. But then with amazing courage the Admiral attempts 
to show that this plan was actually carried out. " The order 
" of the 9th October," he maintain's, " was carried out  except 
" that Nelson bore up earlier than he had originally intended." 
I venture to affirm that this solution is equally wide of the plan 
and of the actual attack: 

Admiral Sir Cyprian Bridge, in a paper contributed to 
the C.OtnhiZZ Afugustne of September, I y j ,  takes the same line 
as Admiral Colomb. He, too, assumes that the advance was 
made in two lines abreast, one astern of the other. It is 
remarkable, however, that both Admirals in their plans giving 
the last stage of the attack show one or both British divisions 
in line ahead. 

Disagreement of tho Critics. 

I t  will be Seen that the critics do not agree as to what was 
the original plan, Sir Charles pkins ,  the officer of the 
Conqueror, and Mr. Corbett think that Nelson's intention was 
that the whole fleet should advance to the attack in a single line 
abreast, although the diagram in the hlemorandum shows three 
lines. Admiral Colomb and Sir Cyprian Bridge, on the other 
hand, follow the diagram so far that they admit two lines, but 
maintain that they wkre lines abreast. 

'Ifhe statement that the advance was intended to be made in 
a single line abreast, coming as  it does from an eye-witness, is 
particularly interesting] and I shall refer to it later. I t  may be 
pointed out here that this cannot have been the Nelson touch, 
because it was neiiher. " new " nor " singular " ' as  Nelson 
.described his plan; I t  was Howe's plan on the First of June 
and Villeneuve's for Trafalgar. Villeneuve's plan, .says Sir 
W. Laird Clowes, was that if the allies should find themseIves 
to windward, their line was to bear down together, and each 
ship was to engage closely her natural opponent in thc Brit i~h 
line, ultimately boarding her if possible.. 

I t  is certainly amazing after reading these formidable 
criticisms to find that they 'are one and all utterly without 
foundation, for the simple reason that the Memorandum says 
nothing about line abreast, but h full of the clearest evidence 
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that the divisions of the British fleet were to be in line ahead. 
So  obvious is this that two distinguished historians, James and 
Laird Clowes, determined that a t  all costs Eelson must be shown 
to have changed his mind, have actually been driven to suggest 
an  alteration in the text of the hlemorandum in order to make 
it coincide with their views. They say, as does Admiral 
Colomb, that when Nelson wrote that the lee line would bear 
up together, what he meant to say w-is that the three lines 
would bear up together. 

The only colour for the line abreast theory is the arbitrary 
assumption that in the diagram accompanying the Mem- 
orandum the lines indicating the three British divisions 
are lines abreast. It is admitted that the exactly similar 
line indicating the enemy is a line ahead. If the lines are 
lines abreast the order for the lee line to bear up together would 
have no meaning, while the " advanced squadron " would be 
in the rear of the fleet. There is, however, further and still 
dearer evidence that the lines are lines ahead. Exactly nine 
months and a day before 21st October, Nelson had expected to 
meet Villeneuve and the French fleet, and these are his dispo- 
sitions a s  noted in his private diary of 20th January, 1805 :- 

( (  At 50 minutes past 7, made the signal that Spencer and 
'( Leviathan were to be a detached squadron ; delivered the Hon. 
" Captain Stopford a letter to that effect, directing him to keep 

on my weather beam with them, being fast sailing ships, to 
"act a s  occasion might require. . . . At z j  minutes past g 
" made the general signal to ' Prepare for Battle.' At 2 j  
'' minutes past 1 1  made the same signal to ' Form the <estab- 
'( ' lished Order of Sailing in two columns ' and the signal to 
(' ' Keep in close Order,' Spencer and Leviathan separated 
'( from this Order, to be in readiness to push at any detached 
'.'ships of the enemy." 

Here we have the exact formation of the diagram. The 
fleet in two main columns, Nelson leading the weather one, 
with an  advanced squadron on his weather beam. 

There was considerable excuse for the impression that the 
attack was intended to be made in a single line abreast. Anyone 
who was in the fleet in the early morning of the 2rst October, 
if he had not been aware of the inner meaning of Nelson's 
dispositions, would have arrived at that conclusion, but there is 
not a word in the Memorandum to justify the idea. In this 
case eye-witnesses were at  a disadvantage which is not shared 
by the historians of to-day. There is no justification for the 
latter, with the whole of the evidence before them, to fall into 
a similar error. 

The Eddtnce that the Memorandum was Adhered to. 

' The opinions just quoted to the effect that the Memorandum 
was not acted upon are, as has been shown, largely based upon 
an inexplicable misinterpretation of that docu'ment. There is, 

(1 

. .  
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SEPT., 19111 COLLINGWOOD’S EVIDENCE I 163 

however, much stronger testimony that it was not departed 
from, and that in all essentials the plan laid down in it was 
carried out. 

Nelson’s own evidence is not available, but the last entry 
in his private diary was made as late as seven on the morning 
of the battle, and there is no hint in it of any change of inten- 
tion. 

l 1  At daylight,” he says, l 1  saw the enemy’s combined fleet 
‘ l  from East to E.S.E.; bore away; made the signal for Order 
“of Sailing and to Prepare for battle; the enemy with their 
‘ l  heads to the southward; at seven the enemy wearing in suc- 

This is clearly in accordance with the h i e m e  
randum. 

Collingwood, in his despatch announcing the victory, says : 
l 1  On Monday, the 21st inst., at daylight, when Cape Trafalgar 
‘ l  bore E. by S. about seven leagues, the enemy was discovered 
“s ix  or seven miles to the eastward, the wind about west and 
‘ l  very light; the Commander-in-Chief immediately made the 
“signal for the fleet to bear up  in two columns, as they are 
l 1  formed in order of sailing, a mode of attack his lordship 
“ had previously directed to avoid the inconvenience and delay 
l 1  of forming a line of battle in the usual manner. . . . As the 
l 1  mode of our attack had been previously determined on, and 
“ communicated to the flag officers and captains, few signals 
‘ I  were necessary, and none were made except to direct close 

order as  the lines bore down. The  Commander-in-Chief in 
l ‘  the Victory led the weather column; and the RoyaZ Sove7eign, 

which bore my flag, the lee.” In a private letter written on 
2nd November Collingwood claims a share in concerting l1 the 

mode of attack, which was put in execution in the most 
l 1  admirable style.” And on 16th December he writes : “Lord 
l 1  Nejson determined to substitute for exact order an impetuous 

atiack in two distinct bodies. . , . It was executd well and 
‘‘ succeeded admirably.” 

This evidence, negative on the part of Nelson, b’ut positive 
and particular on that of Collingwood, together with the fact 
that no signal was made annulling the hlemorandum or any 
part of it, must be held to dispose completely of the suggestion 
that the Nelson touch was discarded at the last moment, and 
we are forced inevitably to the conclusion that the difficulty 
has arisen from the failure of some  of the captains who fought 
in the battle, and of most of the historians who have written 
about it,  to understand fully the plan of the AIemorandum and 
the way in which the circumstances of the moment modified its 
actual execution. 

Next to Nelson and Collingwood, the most important wit- 
ness would have been Captain Duff, of the Mars, the senior 
officer of the detached squadron, who fell in the action. An 
account by him of the directions he received and of the way 

cession.” 11 

* 
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I 164 THE NELSON TOUCH AT TRAFALGAR [SEm., I Y * I  

in which they were carried out would have been of the greatest 
interest and value. . 

The Plan of the Memorandom. 

Let us  now examine the Memorandum itself, clearing our 
minds of preconceived theories, and see whether its interpreta- 
tion is really “a question of considerable obscurity,” or whether, 
as I venture to think, its meaning is clear upon the face of it. 
It is unnecessary to set out the full text, as the reader who is 
interested in the subject is doubtless familiar with it. Mr. 
Corbett, hlr. Thursficld, hIr. Ne\vbolt, and Admiral Sturges 
Jackson all give it ,  and the present argument is addressed only 
to those who are familiar with their works. 

The first note of the hIemorandum is that evolutions may 
hinder tactics. It might in certain circumstances be “almost 
“impossible to bring a fleet of 40  sail  of the line into 
“ line of battle without such a loss of t ime that the opportunity 
“would probably be lost of bringing the enemy to battle in 
“ such a manner as to make the business decisive.” To avoid 
this possible source of delay, the fleet was to fight in order of 
sailing, that is, in two lines instead of one. The  order of 
sai l ing and battle is next described, and it is precisely that of 
the 20th January, to which reference has already been made. 

The  rest of the document shows how this battle formation 
was to be used in the alternative cases of the enemy being to 
windward or to leeward. 

DIAGRAM OF THE MEMORANDUM. 

Brltlsh Fleet I 
Enemy’s Fleet 

The hlemorandum is accompanied by a very simple diagram 
showing the attack from to windward, and this, taken in con- 
junction with the text, makes Nelson’s intentions fairly clear. 
The fleet, formed in two main divisions of line ahead, was to 
come u p  from astern of the enemy until it arrived nearly within 
gunshot of his centre. The lee line, that next the enemy, who 
is shown on the port  tack, would then bear up together, that 
is, all the ships would turn simultaneously to starboard, and 
cut through the enemy-s line, the leader at the’twelfth ship 
from the rear, and the others at the intervals in his line opposite 
them. 
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SBpr., 13111 NELSON’S DESIGN I 165 

The part designed for the weather division is not so clear. 
It was not necessary to indicate its exact function, as it 
tvould be under Nelson’s immediate command, and he reserved 
to himself freedom to employ it as he saw fit, We can, how- 
ever, gather something of his intentions from the directions 
for the attack from to leeward, as to which he is more expficit. 
In this case the tactics for both columns are laid down, and 
as Collingwood’s division is to be used as in the windward 
attack, it is reasonable to suppose that Nelson intended the 
function of his own column to be the same in both cases. “1 
‘‘ should probably,” he says, “make the second in command’s 
‘ I  signal to lead through about the twelfth ship from the rear 

(or wherever he could fetch if not able to get so far advanced). 
“ M y  line would lead through about their centre, and the 

advanced squadron to cut three or four ships ahead of their 
centre, so as to ensure getting at their Commander-in- 

‘ I  Chief.” It is to be noted that though there is no definite 
instruction for a maneuvre corresponding to the bearing up 
together of the lee column in the windward attack, this is 
implied in the phrases, “the second in command” and “mx 
line.” 
at one point, and the ships following him at otfier points. 
Nelson’s line is to follow its leader. “Lead” is, of course, 
used in the sense of “pass.” While Collingwood was to 
employ Howe’s method and break the line in all parts, Nelson 
would adopt Rodney’s plan and pass through at one point. 
Thus  in the intended attack from to windward the lee line was 
to bear u p  together, while the weather line would bear up in 
succession, each ship followin5 her next ahead. 

Such was Nelson’s design in its main outlines, arid it seems 
necessary here to point out the obvious fact that while it 
was Nelsdn’s aim to carry it out, i t  was Villeneuve’s to prevent 
its edecution. It takes two commanders to make a battle, and 
the French admiral would have been a great deal more incom- 
petent than he proved himself to be if he had allowed Nelson 
to carry out his tactics without an effort to frustrate them. I 
venture to think that Villeneuve showed not only remarkable 
knowledge of Nelson’s intentions, but also very considerable 
tactical ability in his dispositions to meet them. He could not 
defeat the Nelson touch, but he did suoceed in making its 
execution more difficult and in modifying some of its essential 
features to the disadvantage of the British Fleet. 

The Application of the Plan. 
The study of this remarkable Memorandum and of the plan 

of attack it embodis suggests many points for consideration, 
and gives rise to many questions. The points which seem 
obscure to a landsman no doubt present no ‘difficulty to a 
seaman or to an expert student of naval tactics, but a solution 
of them is 90 necessary to the elucidation of the problem rbal 

4 4  

The second in command alone would “lead through 
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I I 6 6  THE NELSON TOUCH AT TRAFALGAR [SEI’T., 1911 

it is remarkable that they haw not been thought worthy of 
notice, They seem to be of the very essence of tlie investiga- 
tion, because they must have been in Nelson’s mind as 
governing the whole execution of Iiis plan, and in order to 
understand Nelson’s tactics wc must understand, if possible, 
the conditions they were designed to meet, We must clearly 
realise the form of the attack, not only as it actually took place, 
but as it might have taken place in tlie various circumstances 
that accident or Villeneuve might have produced. In  a word, 
we must efface from our minds all our historical knowledge, 
and, putting ourselves in Nelson’s place before the action, must 
consider how we should carry out the plan of attack laid down 
in the Blernorandum so as to neutralise its weak points and 
obviate the chances of failure. 

First, then, we note that though Nelson gives the saving 
of time as the sole reason for adopting the two-column forma- 
tion, it is clear that it was an essential feature of his plan of 
attack. Whether time was saved or not, the battle could not 
have been fought in accordance with the plan if the fleet had 
not been formed in two divisions. 

The Order o! Sailing. 

What was the “ Order of Sailing? 1’ It is always assumed 
to be the ordinary cruising formation .of the fleet, but there 
i i  considerable reason to doubt this. As far as I am aware, 
the order of sail ing and the order of battle were generally issued 
together, and were issued when an  action was imminent. This 
Seems to imply that the order of sailing was the formation 
in which the enemy was to be approached, and was preliminary 
to the order of battle. It will be observed that Nelson does 
not say he will keep the fleet in order of sailing. His words 
are, “I have therefore made up my mind to keep the fleet in 
“ that position of sailing that the order of sailing is to be thc 
“order of battle.” What “that position of sailing’? was he 
does not disclose, and it- lies at  the very root of our enquiry. 
It was to be such a formation that the order of sailing muld 
be easily produced out of it, and the signal for order of sailing 
was to be equivalent to the signal for line of battle. 

A large fleet in line of battle, that is, in a single column 
of line ahead, was of enormous length, and therefore difficult 
to control, and it did not admit of rapid concentration. On 
the other hand, it mas a simple formation, and gave the heaviest 
possible broadside fire, It was, therefore, more suitable for 
&fence than attack, and it was probably this, as well as his 
estimate of the force of tradition, that led .Nelson to assume 
that ViIIeneuve, with a less well-trained fleet than his own, 
would receive Iiis attack in.this formation. The assumption was 
not attofictlier warranted, because in the battle Vflleneuve, 
whether by accident or design, doubled his ultimate rear, and 
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the  British lee column, instead of being superior, was inferior 
,to the portion of the enemy’s line attacked. 

h further objection to a line of battle is that, if it maintains 
its order, the process of tacking or wearing is an extremely 
lengthy one; while, i f  the ships alter course togetlicr, the  order 
is reversed and  the van becomes the rear. For this reason it 
was necessary that the Commander-in-Chief should be  in the  
centre. . 

In  Nelson’s Order of Sailing of the 10th October the 
Victory and  Royal Sovcrcign are  placed third from the heads 
of their respective divisions. I t  seems clear, therefore,, that 
Nelson intended his columns in manceuvring to maintain their 
order. 

\Vas the Feet in 
manauvr ing  to maintain i ts  order, that  is, were the columns 
to  prescrve their relative positions? Let us suppose a diagram 
like that of the hlemorandum illustrating the atjack from to 
leeward. In  that case the lines representing the British fleet 
will be below that representing the enemy. If the fleet retains 
its order, Nelson’s column will be next the enemy. If, t h e r e  
fore, the  plan is to be carried out,  either the  columns must 
chan e places, or  Nelson and  Collingwood must exchange rbles, 
and  a’elson must attack the rear while Collingwood contains 
the van. 

‘This br ings u s  to  a further question. 

A I t  er n a t lve Attacks , 
T h e  AIemorandum makes it clear that there were two main 

alternatives t o  be considered. T h e  enemy might be to  wind- 
ward or to Iceward. T h e  probabilities were i n  favour of his 
being t o  leeward, owing to the prevailing wind and Nelson’s 
intention, and  this was actually the case in the battle. I t  is 
equally clear that each of these alternatives contains two other 
alternatives. T h e  enemy might be on  the port or starboard 
tack. T h i s  is apt to be forgotten, because, a s  it happens, the 
diagram in the Alemoranduni shows him on the port  tack, and  
this was so far prophetic that it was on that tack that he 
actually fought. 

If we take the diagram of the hlemorandum and assume 
that the enemy is pointing to the left instead of the right, we 
must alter the  position of the British fleet to correspond. If  
we do  this we  shall find that, i f  we keep the columns in the same 
position relative to each other, that  is, i f  Collinpvood’s line is 
to starboard of Xelson’s line, they will no longer be in the  
same position with regard t o  the enemy. A s  i n  the case of the 
attack from to  leeward with the enemy on the port  tack, i t  is 
Nelson’s column that is now next the  enemy, and we arc con- 
fronted with the same difficulty. Either the columns must 
change places, or Nelson and  Collingwood must exchange r6les. 

I t  is, I think, clear that the Memorandum meets this diffi- 
culty by  providing a third alternative, that the functions of t he  
two columns should be readily interchangeable. 
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The advanced squadron has hitherto been ignored, because 
in the Memorandum it is plainly anticipated that in the attack 
from to windward it will be attached to one of the main columns, 
and in the battle, as will be seen later, it was actually incor- 
porated with the lee column, I t  seems a reasonable inference 
that Nelson’s intention was, in the case of an attack from to 
windward, to use this squadron solely to reinforce the lee line, 
and that it was kept separate only because it was uncertain 
which would be the lee line. 

The most significant confirmation of this supposition is 
afforded by the fact that Nelson and Collingwmd are also ex- 
cepted from the Order of Sailing. The composition of the two 
columns in the battle was, as we shall see later, as nearly as 

ssible identical. The only difference was that the lee line was % by Collingwood and had the advanced squadron attached 
to it, and the weather column was led by Nelson. Clearly, 
therefore, all that was necessary to enable each column to act 
as lee column was to except the first and second in command 
and the advanced squadron from the Order of Sailings so 
that they might be shifted from one column to the other as 
occasion might arise. 

I t  will, of course, be pointed out that in the attack from to 
leeward the advanced squadron had a different and separate 
part assigned to it. I suggest that this was because Nelson was 
doubtful whether either of the main columns, with thlir 
numerous three-deckers, would be able to fetch the points in  the 
enemy’s line at which they should pass through it. If Colling- 
wood’s line engaged less than twelve ships, it would not need 
strengthening, while, if neither line could get sufficiently far 
advanced, the enemy’s Commander-in-Chief might remain un-. 
engaged, and it would be the duty of the advanced squadron, 
being weathekly and fast sailing ships, to pass ahead and 
capture him if possible. 

The Memorandum thus provided for engaging from to 
windward or to leeward and for fighting on either tack, but 
there was one contingency; and that the most probable if 
Villeneuve knew his business, which it frankly confessed its 
inability to meet. If, after the British advance had developed, 
the enemy should wear together and turn his rear into his van, 
still the advance was to proceed and the new van was to be cut 
off. It  was clear that this would add enormously to the work 
of Nelson’s column, since the whole of the enemy’s original van 
would now be sailing towards instead of away from him. This 
was the situation which Villeneuve tried to produce, 
and thou ht he had produced, and would have pro- 

But between the 9th and the 2rst October his brain had 
been active, and at this point the battle parts company with 
the Memorandum. Not because the plan was thrown over, but 
because by a brilliant inspiration it was perfected and its one 

duced if I f  elson had rested satisfied with the ’Memorandum. 
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weak point eltiminated. That this was so is shown by the 
event. After the British advance had developed, Villeneuve 
wore, and turned his rear, for which Nelson had been steering, 
into his van. But it was not the van which was cut off. Without 
a single signal from Nelson altering the formation, or  any 
apparent change of purpose, the lee column bore down and 
crushed the’ new rear as if it had been its objective from the 
first. That this was done is not mere surmise, but undisputed 
and indisputable fact. So certainly and so smoothly was it 
done that every historian and commentator has tacitly ascribed 
to Nelson miraculous powers, and has assumed that he foresaw 
from the first that Villeneuve would fight on the port tack. We 
know on the contrary that Nelson was much annoyed when he 
saw hitn wear. In the face of these facts it is certainly 
astonishing that it should be possible for distinguished critics 
to allege that Nelson discarded his plan and threw tactics to the 
winds. 

The DiEiculty of the Diagram. 
The problem of Trafalgar has not only not been solved; 

it has never been stated. It is not, W a s  the battle fought in 
accordance with the hIemorandum? but, How was it that the 
battle was fought in accordance with the hlemorandum ? 

We have seen that the hlemorandum provided for the 
interchangeability of the functions of the two main columns. 
The success of the attack at Trafalgar was due to the develop- 
ment of this idea. It was beozuse of this development that 
the attack, though in strict accordance with the Alemorandum, 
bore no resemblance to the diagram. It is true that the diagram 
shows an advance from to windward and the enemy on the port 
tack, but it assumes that Villeneuve has done nothing to defeat 
Nelson’s intentions. The diagram was, in fact, intended to 
make the plan clear, and it did not profess to deal with com- 
plicating contingencies. 

In fairness to the critics, it must be admitted that their 
charge against Nelson is not so much that he did not 
do what he said he would, as that he did not do it in 
the way he said he would. It is not so much the Riemorandum 
as the diagram that occasions their difficulty. hlr. Thursfield 
points out that the columns never assumed the positions shown 
in the diagram; Mr. Corbett finds fault with the substitution 
of the perpendicular for the parallel attack; and both insist on 
the disappearance of the advanced squadron. 

Before we proceed to discuss these points it will be well 
to state what was the position of the British Fleet in the last 
stage of the advance. There is no doubt that the columns 
were not parallel to the enemy or to each other. They were in 
the form of a V with its point towards the enemy’s centre. 
The tendency of the left arm, which was Collingwood’s column, 
was to become horizontal and parallel to the enemy, and of the 
right arm, Nelson’s column, to become vertical or perpendicular 

VOL. LV. 4 B  

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Jo
hn

s 
H

op
ki

ns
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 1
8:

58
 0

5 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

15
 



I 170 THE NELSON TOUCH AT TRAFALCAR [SEI,T., 1911 

to the enemy’s centre. The admirable plan given by hlr. New- 
bolt in his “Year of Trafalgar” seems to represent most nearly 
the probable final position. That there was this variation from 
the diagram was not due to any alteration of plan, but to the 
fact that Nelson was not in command of the wind and of 
Villeneuve. 

hIr. Thursfield lays stress on three essential features of the 
plan of attack, the first being that the lee line should 
be parallel to the part of the enemy’s line to be attacked, 
the second that the two British lines should be parallel to each 
other, and the third that the weather line should also be parallel 
to the enemy’s line. 

As to the first condition, there can, of course, kie no ques- 
tion. The more nearly simultaneous was the attack of Colling- 
wood’s line, the less was the risk that the leading ships should 
be disabled before they reached the enemy, and in order that 
the attack should be simultaneous it was necessary that the 
column should be parallel with the enemy before the ships 
bore up. In the battle the lee column was not parallel with 
the enemy’? line. The whole aim of Villeneuve’s tactics was 
to prevent its being in its proper place, and to this extent he 
succeeded. But though the.risk to the leading ships was thus 
accentuated, the column was not so far from being parallel, but 
that the following ships were “at Kand to assist their friends,” 
and they did “effectually complete the business of twelve sail 
“ of the enemy.” The- really ivonderful thing is that the lee 
column was so nearly in its right place. If any one of the 
critics of Nelson had been in command, and had commenced 
his advance with the view cf getting his lee column alongside 
the enemy’s rear, and then had found that, with a falling wind, 
the rear was turning into the van, it may be gravely doubted 
whether he would have succeeded in getting his lee column so 
nearly alongside the new rear as  Nelson did. If it could have 
been better done, we ought at least to be shown how. 

With regard to the other.two conditions-that the weather 
l ine should be parallel to the lee line and to that of the enemy, 
it is enough to say that they are purely imaginary. There is 
not a word in the Memorandum to show that Nelson considerecl 
them necessary. There is everything in the actual advance to 
indicate that it was essential that the lines should not be parallel. 
The  diagram showed the advance in the simplest conditions 
conceivable: Villeneuve took care that those conditions should 
not prevail. He  thought he had provided an effective parry. 
I t  was Nelson’s last and most consummate achievement that 
he effectually neutralised the parry and turned the tables on 
his foe. That he was ablk to do this was solely due to his 
recognition of the fact that it was entirely immaterial from what 
point of the windward horizon the weather column advanced 
so long as it struck the enemy’s centre. 
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There was no question of the substitution of a perpendicular 
for a parallel attack, because the last stage of the advance 
of the weather column had always been intended to be perpen- 
dicular. ‘I’he diagram showed the fleet at  the nioment when it 
liad arrived nearly within gunshot of the enemy’s centre. At  
that point the weather column w-ould alter course eight points 
to starboard and steer straight for the enemy’s centre. Whether 
this \\-as niad or not we niay leave an open question between 
Nclson and his critics. There is reason to believe that the 
lcaciing ships of each column \\-ere never end-on to the enemy, 
but  there is nothing in the RIemorandum providing for this. 
There is no doubt that the Victory was exposed to a tremendous 
fire, but there was as little fear of her way being stopped as 
there was of slialring the resolution of Nelson. 

Tile Advanced Squadron. 

W e  may now proceed to consider the alleged disappearance 
of the advanced squadron. This objection is liliewise an 
imaginary one. The idea that it was broken up is due to the 
wholly unwarranted assumption that because in a fleet of forty 
sail its strength was fixed at  eight, tlie same number would 
have been detached from a fleet of twenty-seven. The 
reduced strength of the fleet is surely the strongest reason for 
inferring II reduced advanced squadron. The one condition 
laid down by the RIemorandum which does not depend upon 
numbers is that the two main columns were to bc of equal 
strcngth. This would have been impossible if eight ships had 
been detached from twenty-seven. There is one figure which 
Nelson apparently intended should remain fixed irrespective of 
the strength of the fleets, the number, namely, of the enemy’s 
ships to be cut off. This is given as twelve in the Memorandum, 
and in his despatch announcing the victory Collingwood writes 
that he engaged “about tlie twe!fth from the rear.” If this is 
allowed, it seems almost to admit of mathematical demonstra- 
tion that the advanced squadron must have consisted of three 
ships. The  Ice column was to be not less than one quarter 
superior to the number of the enemy engaged. If, therefore, 
twelve \\-ere cut off, the lee column must number not less than 
fifteen, leaving twelve for the weather column. If the fleets 
had engaged on the starboard tack it would have been necessary 
to transfer three ships from one column to the other in order 
to bring the new lee column up to its necessary strength. 
Granting, therefore, that the use of the advanced squadron fore- 
shadowed in the Xlemorandum had as its object the strcngthen- 
i n g  of the Ice column, it follows that in a fleet of twenty-seven 
the squadron must have consisted of three ships. 

It is clear that the work allotted to these three \\-as in the 
highest degree important and responsible. They had not 
merely, like the other ships, to follow their nest ahead. They 
were to watch the movements of the blue flag at the  fore of the 
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Royal  Sovereign, and were to be ready at  any moment to carry 
out an order from Nelson to transfer themselves from one column 
to the other. W e  should expect, therefore, to find that Nelson 
tcok special care to  explain his intentions to the three captains, 
that his instructions were given in the presence of Collingwood, 
and finally that the three ships thus singled out were in the 
lee column in the battle. It is needless to say that all this is 
on record. “ A t  8 o’clock in the morning of the 20th,” says 
Dr. Beatty, “ the  Victory hove to and Admiral Collingwood, 
‘ I  with the captains of the Mars, Colossus and Defence, came 
“ o n  board to receive instructions from his Lordship : at eleven 
‘ I  minutes past nine they returned to their respective ships, and 
‘ I  the Fleet made sail again to the Northward.” Sti l l  further 
confirmation is supplied by Mr. Corbett in his Probable Order 
of Battle a t  Trafalgar ( I ‘  The Campaign of Trafalgar,” p. 354). 
If the Mars, Colossus and Defence are eliminated from Colling- 
wood’s column, we find that each column was composed of two 
divisions of sis ships.each, and that the head of each column was 
formed of three of the most powerful ships-three three-deckers 
in the case of the weather line, and two three-deckers and the 
Tonnant, 80, in that of the lee line. The Tonnant \\.as the 
largest ship in’ the British fleet, and was at  least equal to a 
gS gun three-decker. 

I t  seems clear, therefore, that the advanced squadron was 
composed of the hlars, Colossus and Defence. These three 
ships had already been associated as a squadron of observation 
before Cadiz. On the 4th October Nelson had written to 
Captain Duff, of the M a r s :  “ I  have to desire that you will 
I ‘  keep, with the X a r s ,  Defence and Colosszis from 3 to 4 leagues 

between the Fleet and Cadiz in order that I may pet the infor- 
mation from the ’Frigates stationed off that Port as ex- 

‘‘ peditiously as possible.” And on the 20th he writes in his 
private diary : Gave the Frigates instructions for their 
“ guidance, and placed Defence, Colosstts and Mars between 
I 1  me and the Frigates. CoZossus,” ran the instructions, “will 
“take her station between Defence and hfars.  Mars to com- 

municate with the Vlictory.” 
There is one witness whose testimony seems at  first sight 

against the assumption that the advanced squadron consisted 
of only three ships. In a letter dated the 19th October, 
Codrington wrote : “Defence and Rgamemnon are upon the 
“look-out nearest to  Cadiz. . . . Colossus and Mars are 

stationed next. The  above 4 and as many more of us are now 
“ t o  form an advanced squadron, and I trust by the morning 

we shall all be united and in sight of the enemy.” It mill be 
noted that the squadron here referred to was one for keeping 
touch with the enemy before the battle, by no means the same 
function as that laid down for the advanced squadron in the 
battle. Codrington’s last sentence suggests that he expected 
that by the following morning the squadron would have accom- 
plished its mission and would be merged in the fleet. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Jo
hn

s 
H

op
ki

ns
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 1
8:

58
 0

5 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

15
 



SBPT., I ~ X I ]  NAVAL CHK0NICI.E P L h N S  1175 

Plans illustrating the Advance. 

We now come to tlie main question. How was the battle 
fought? IVhat were the movements of the fleets, and how did 
Nelson carry out his design ? 

There are n great many plans of the last stage of the British 
advance, showing the fleet in almost every conceivable position, 
from Admiral hlalian’s two parallel columns of line ahead per- 
pendicular to tlie encmy, to the two lines abreast, one astern 
of the other, of the late Admiral Colonib and Admiral Sir  
Cyprian Bridge. Nearly all the modern ones have one obvious 
and inevitable defect. They are drawn to illustrate some par- 
ticular theory, and as all the theories are based upon what 
appear to me to be palpable misapprehensions of the AIemoran- 
dum, tlie plans have no value. One esception (there are douk$- 
less others) is RIr. Newbolt’s plan already referred to. This IS 
based upon the contemporary plans and a careful study of the 
courses of individual ships, and though ‘it contains some 

obvious errors, its main features are consistent with the records 
and are probably approsimately correct. 

TIiere is one set of plans which is of quite exceptional in- 
terest and value. I n  the first place it is a set. It shows not 
only the last stage of the advance, but two preceding stages. 
Further, it was the earliest plan printed; it was published in 
tlic A’nvnI Chronicle of 31st December, 1805. Lastly, it was 
copied from an original which is said to have been approved by 
Collingwood and Villeneuve, and signed by Magendie, 
Villeneuve’s flag captain. As far as  is known, the original 
contained on1 the third I ‘  position,” that namely at the com- 
mencement o Y the action. It is the two earlier ones that make 
the series so valuable. They fit in so perfectly with the third, 
they reveal so original and ingenious an idea, and they explain 
so many obscure points and solve so many difficulties that it 
is scarcely credible that they are not founded o n  actual facts. 
I am aware that this may be considered equivalent to saying that 
they happen to confirm my theory. If that were so, I might at 
least plead that a theory which is confirmed by contemporary 
plans is more likely to be correct than one which requires the 
contemporary plans to be denounced as absurd, and needs 
new plans drawn to fit it. As a fact, the solution of the 
problem here put forward was suggested by the plans and by 
the remarkable manner in which they appear to embody the 
design of the Memorandum. 

By the curious fatality which follows the critics of Nelson 
these plans have been singled out for the most unmeasured 
condemnation. The late Admiral Colonib describes then; as 
I ‘  absurd, drawn by someone who had no notion of the facts and 
“ who could not use them if he had known them because of his 
“ utter ignorance of the nature of fleets and their management.” 

. As this was written 94 years after the battle, and the plans thus 
characterised were made probably a few days, and certainly not 
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more than two months after it, 1 may a t  least plead the Admiral’s 
example for my temerity in differing from him. IVhether or  not 
the plans show ignorance of the nature of fleets I am not capable 
of judging. They certainly reveal a design of wonderful 
simplicity and subtlety, and I have no doubt that that design 
was the ultimate development of the “ Nelson Touch.” 

There is a small but interesting piece of evidence that. these 
plans were, when the memory of the battle was fresh, held to 
be authentic. In Orme’s “Graphic Life of Nelson,” published 
soon after the battle, there is an  engraving entitled “Nelson 
explaining his plan of attack before the Battle of Trafalgar.” 
Nelson is seated at a table with a large sheet of paper before 
him on which are plainly seen the three diagrams of the N a q d  
Chronicle. 

Further evidence of the authority of these plans has lately 
been published. In the archives of the Ministry of Marine at 
Paris are two sets of plans. One, drawn by RIagendie and 
forwarded within a week of the battle to the Minister of Marine, 
is given by Mr. Edward Fraser in his book, “The Enemy ?t 
Trafalgar,” and the other, attached to the report of Captain 
Prigny, Villeneuve’s Chief of the Staff, is reproduced by Mr. 
Corbett in his “Campaign of Trafalgar.” Both agree in all 
the‘ir main points with the Naval Chronicle plans, and, by a 
fortunate chance, they show slightly different stages of the 
advance. Magendie’s first diagram shows an earlier phase 
than the first of the Naval Chronicle series, and Prigny’s first 
a still earlier moment; but unfortunately neither gives the 
formation of the British Fleet before Nelson made his first 
signal. 

Formation at daylight not the Order of Sailing. 

Without knowing this, it is, of course, quite impossible to 
see how the subsequent positions came about. It is, however, 
not difficult to determine what the order was, We have first 
a quite definite piece of negative evidence. Nelson’s first signal 
was to form Order of Sailing in two columns. Therefore, what- 
ever the earlier formation was, it was not the Order of Sailing. 
I t  is another instance of the fatality alluded to that the critics 
have with one consent assumed that it must have been the 
Order of Sailing, and it was doubtless this initial error that 
prompted Admiral Colomb’s unfortunate criticism. 

We -know that the fleet was not kept habitually in the 
order of ’sailing. On the 16th October Nelson notes in his 
private diary :-“All the forenoon employed in forming the 
(‘ Fleet into the Order of Sailin ,” and on the 19th ‘I made the 
“ signal for a general chase S.€fyy “ In  a quarter of an hour,” 
says Midshipman Walker, of the Bellerophon, “ 26 of the finest 
‘‘ ships of the Navy were under all sail, and formed a glorious 
“sight ;  the wind was favourable, and in a short time the 
(‘ Bellerophon, Belleisle, Orion, Leviathan, and Polyphemus 
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MAGENDIE’S DIAGRAM 1177 SEpr., rgrr)  

I ‘  showed their superiority of sailing, and got far ahead of the 
“ fleet, which continued under a press of sail the whole ensuing 
“ night, steering for the Straits, which was supposed to be the 

enemy’s destination. At daylight (on the 20th) we were in 
‘ I  sight of Gibraltar; a frigate made signals for a strange fleet 
‘I N. by E., when we were recalled and signals made to form 
‘I the order of sailing.” Codrington, in a note written many 
years after the battle, says that on the 20th Nelson “ continued 
” waiting upon them in two columns according to the order of 

~ ‘ I  sailing and the memorable written instructions which were 
“ given to all the captains.” I t  does not, however, follow that 
the same formation was maintained through the night; it seems 
certain indeed that it was not. 

Let us  now return to “all the captains in that fleet” and 
the officer of the Conqiceror quoted by Sir Charles Ekins. “ If 
“*the regulated plan of attack had been adhered to, the English 
“ Fleet should have borne up together and sailed in a line 
“ abreast in their respective divisions until they arrived up  
“ with the enemy. In the actual one” (i.e., the actual attack) 
“ they afterwards fell into line ahead.” It will be observed 
that he says “in a line abreast,” not “in lines abreast,” that is, 
the whole fleet should have formed a single line abreast. “After- 
wards” can only mean that the fleet did bear up together, and 
that the line abreast was actually formed. This is confirmed 
by Magendie’s first diagram, which shows the British Fleet 
in a single line abreast with the centre slightly advanced. I t  
cannot be doubted that the French plan and the British record 
form an  entirely accurate description of what took place, but 
that the British officers curiously, but quite excusably, failed 
to see that there was not the smallest variation from the 
“regulated plan.” It is clear that they, like the critics of 
to-day, confounded the bearing u p  of the whole fleet, which 
was the first movement of the advance, with the final bearing 
u p  of the lee column, which was the last evolution before 
engaging. They, however, saw that, if their view was the 
right one, the RlemGrandum had been thrown overboard. 
Admiral Colomb, on the other hand, is bold enough to say :- 
“ T h e  order of the 9th October was carried out, except that 
I ‘  Nelson bore up sooner than he intended.” 

Theie is obviously only one formation which by bearing 
up together is converted into a single line abreast, and that 
is a single line ahead. There can, I venture to think, be no 
reasonable doubt that the order in which the fleet cruised during 
the night before the battle, and in which daylight on the 21st 
found it, was a single line ahead, no doubt very imperfectly 
formed, with the Victory and the RoyaZ Sovereign in the centre. 

Account from a Spanish Source. 
If further evidence is needed, we have it from a 

Spanish source quoted by Nicolas :-“ As soon as it was light 

$ 1  
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I 178 THE NELSON TOUCH AT TRAFALGAR. [SEr?.., Ig*r 

the enemy's fleet was discovered to windward, coming towards 
" u s  in full  sail and forming  into line upon the opposite tack. 
" A t  half past six o'clock, in consequence of the French 
" Admiral's signal, the whole combined fleet tacked, and re- 
" mained with little canvas upon the same tack as the enemy, 
' 'who about nine o'clock came down In ful l  sail and  deployed  
" into two coZt~nt?1s." 

There are two very interesting passages relating to night 
cruising in Nelson's letters to Collingwood at  this period, which, 
though they are not perfectly clear, suggest that the night 
forniation was a single line, and not the order of sailing. Op 30th Septeniber he writes :-"I had rather that all the ships 

burnt a blue light or false fire; for it must often happen that 
" the cause of wearing is change of wind, and often a very 
" confused sea, and ships niay be anxious, from various circum- 
" stances, to be assured that her neighbour dstern has wore, 
" as  the line from the above circumstances would be entirely 
I' broke.. It is perfectly understood that, unless in very fine 
" weather or extraordinary circunistances, the fleet will not be 
" directed to wear in succession." And on Gth October :- 
I' IVe need not mind the Order of Sailing, even if we want to 
" wear in the night." 

It is interesting to observe that AIr. Corbett, in his latest 
work, ' T h e  Campaign of Trafalgar," has also thrown over the 
Order of Sailing, though as  yet he does not see all that its 
abandonment involves. After noting the motions of the fleet 
through the night, he says :--"The effect of these movements 
I' had been to annul the Order of Sailing. Indeed, it would 
" xein that in those days, when fleets were not accustomed to 
" cruise in regular formation, the sailing order was seldom 
" preserved after dark, and especially as in this case, when there 
" had been any rnanmuvring during the night. At daybreak 
" accordingly the flect was in no regular formation. Colling- 
I' wood was apparently about tlie van of his division, but Nelson 

was not. Nost of his ships had stretched ahead of him, and 
what the French saw when it was light enough was a confused 

I' niass of vessels " in no particular, order " stretching about 
" south-east and north-west with tlie two flagships near each 
"other about the centre." I venture to think that in this 
passage the irregularity of the fleet is somewhat exaggerated, 
and that there was more method in it than hlr. Corbett admits. 

The first and second 'I positions " of the NavnZ Chroiticle 
plan show plainly what Nelson's object was in  keeping his 
fleet in a single line ahead. They also show what the arrange- 
ment of that line was. It was formed by the two columns of tlie 
Order of Sailing inverted, that is with their heads at  the centre 
and their rears at the extremities of the line. It is clear that 
this had been the order, though the fleet had failed to maintain 

I' 

I' 
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it  accurately through the night. hlr. Corbett’s statement that 
most of r\lTclson’s ships were ahead of him is valuable confirma- 
tion of this conclusion. 

hlr. StionIeJer’s View. 
XIr. C .  E. Stromeyer, in a letter which appeared in the 

T i m s  of 21st October, Igoj, says that Nelson disposed his 
fleet I ‘  in one long line, with the two commanders close together 
‘ I  near the centre,” and by a careful comparison of the bearings 
of the enemy’s fleet at daybreak, as noted by different British 
ships, lie shows that the line was composed of the two columns 
of the Order of Sailing inverted. 

I t  will be seen that by this arrangement the fleet, when on 
the same tack as the enemy, would always have its rear half in 
its proper order, and parallel with his line. Assuming that the 
rear half was intended to act as lee column, it enabled that 
column to be always ready to engage with the least possible 
delay. If. this conclusion be adopted, it is evident that, so far 
from its being an essential condition of the plan that the two 
columns should be arallel, it was intended that, at  the com- 

out of that position. 
It was not 

only csscntial that the lee column should always be ready. It 
was equally important, and was indeed a condition of that 
readiness, that the f leet  should be capable of being quiclily placed 
in the right position for commencing its advance-that is, some- 
what astern of the enemy’s rear. Clearly the line ahead thus 
formed was much better adapted for this object than the Order 
of Sailin The inherent vice of the line of battle was 
eliminatef: It could wear o r  tacli without destroying its 
essential order, and it was always ready to resolve itself into 
Order of Sailing. It enabled the fleet to follow the movements 
of the enemy, and at the same time kept the columns in their 
proper order, with the flagships at  their head, on whatever tack 
the fleet might be. In a word, it kept the fleet equally ready 
for movement either parallel or  perpendicular to the enemy. I 
venture to think that this formation was ‘( that position of 
sailing” which Nelson had in his mind when he wrote the 
hlemorandum, and that it was the distinguishinf: feature of the 
Nelson Touch which roused the enthusiasm of his officers. “ It 

was new-it was singular-it was simple.” ‘I It must suc- 
“ ceed i f  ever they will allow us t o  get at them.” 

It need, however, occasion no surprise that some of those 
officers failed to understand so radical a reversal of ordinary 
proccdure. Instead of forming his line of battle out of Order 
of Sailing, Nelson was forming his Order of Sailing out of a 
line of battle. It was natural enough for anyone brought up 
under the old order to suppose that the l ine  formed in the early 
morning was the ultimate formation, and that the columns sub- 
sequently d,rawn out of it were an afterthought or a mistake. 

nienccrrient of the a cp vance, they should be exactly ISO degrees 

The line-ahead so formed had another object. 

. 
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I 1 8 0  THE NELSOX TOUCH AT TRAFALG.\R [SgPT., 1911 

The fleet in this formation was on the port tack pointing 
north when day broke on the zxst October, and revealed the 
enemy’s fleet on the starboard tack pointing south, and bearing 
slightly south of east, that is, somewhat astern of the British 
centre and distant ten or twelve miles. Daylight, according 
to the Neptune, was at  5.40, and the Belleislc records this hour 
as the time idien Nelson made his first signaf. The Naiad.  
makes it an hour later. In Nelson’s diary there is no suggestion 
of an interval between the observation and the signal, and there 
probably was none. Collingwood expressly says that the signal 
was made immediately. T h e  position of the British fleet at 
daylight was the most favourable for attack when the enemy 
was o n  the starboard tack if the columns were to take u p  the 
position shown in the diagram. Delay would have carried the 
fleet too far astern of the enemy. 

(To be continued). 
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